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Religious Bodies Emphasizing Healing and Health Practices 
A Preliminary Study Made for the Federal Council’s Commission on Religion and Health 


By Benson Y. LANpIS 


Seventy-two religious bodies emphasizing healing and health practices among their official doctrines 
are growing in membership more rapidly than the rate for all churches. Below we present information 
about four groups of these churches. 


The 72 churches included in this study are those whose 
officers mention healing or health practices, or both, in 
the official statements of their teachings given to the 
Bureau of the Census for the Census of Religious Bodies 
1936, published in 1941. We quote from these official 
statements and give data on trends in the membership of 
these bodies between 1926 and 1941-42, the latest figures 
available. This special study thus supplements the com- 
prehensive one on trends in church membership, published 
January 1, 1944. 

A rough classification of these churches has been made 
into four groups, as follows: (a) Religious bodies placing 
primary emphasis on healing and health in their state- 
ments of doctrine; (b) Bodies emphasizing healing among 
other doctrines; (c) Bodies that mention a sacrament or 
ceremonial of anointing with oil; (d) Bodies mentioning 
only health practices among their doctrines. 


Churches Placing Primary Emphasis on Healing and Health 


According to the reports made, only two churches, the 
Church of Christ, Scientist, and the Divine Science College 
and Church, should be listed here. See Table A, below, 
for detailed membership figures. For both of these there 
are official figures only for the years 1926 and 1936. In 
that ten year interval, the membership increased 32.8 per 
cent, compared with an increase of 24 per cent for the 182 
religious bodies reporting for both 1926 and 1941-42, as 
noted in INFORMATION SERVICE for January 1, 1944.1 The 
number of local churches in these two groups increased 
10.1 per cent, whereas the number of local churches for 
the 182 religious bodies increased only 5.2 per cent be- 
tween 1926 and 1941-42. 

In the statement of doctrine furnished to the Bureau 
of the Census by an official of the Church of Christ, 
Scientist, appears the following: “Christian Science is a 
religious teaching and practice based on the words and 
works of Christ Jesus, which is applicable to health for 
the same reasons that the Christian religion originally was. 


1 The 1926 figures in this study are from the Census of Re- 
ligious Bodies; those for 1941-42 are from the Yearbook of Ameri- 
$300 Churches, 1943, Sowers Printing Company, Lebanon, Pa., 


As defined by Mrs. Eddy, the religion she founded is 
‘divine metaphysics’; it is ‘the scientific system of divine 
healing’; it is ‘the law of God, the law of good, interpret- 
ing and demonstrating the divine Principle and rule of 
universal harmony.’ ” 

lt is further stated that as Mary Baker Eddy developed 
her thought she “demonstrated its importance to mankind 
by many cases of healing and by teaching which equipped 
students for successful practice.” Also, “evidently Jesus 
could and did declare the possibility of Christian healing 
in unlimited terms.” Of the practitioner it is stated that 
he must agree with John 5:30, “I can of mine own self 
do nothing” and that he must prepare “for the healing 
ministry... . 

“The practice of Christian Science is not limited, as is 
commonly supposed, to the healing of the sick. On the 
contrary, Christian Scientists regard their religion as ap- 
plicable to every human need. . . . All of the activities of 
the Christian Science denomination are intended to pro- 
mote spiritualization of thought, together with the in- 
numerable results thereof which include Christian heal- 
Of the doctrine of the Diyiie Science College and 
Church, it is stated: “Heating . . . is much more than 
restoring harmony to the body; it is cleansing the inner 
man from all that is unlike God. It is a mental process, 
a turning from the misconception of wrong to a realiza- 
tion of the oneness of God and man. It is the individual’s 
duty to make his unity with the law by thinking in terms 
of wholeness instead of thinking in terms of separation. 
Wholeness of thinking means seeing God everywhere. 
This process by which one comes to know that he is in 
conscious touch with God is called healing. . . . Paul’s 
injunction is good: “Be ye transformed by the renewing 
of your mind.’” 


Churches Emphasizing Healing Among Their Doctrines 


Of these bodies, 35 reported in the compilation of 1941- 
42 and only 18 for 1926.2 The 18 reporting for both pe- 


2 Those reporting for the first time since 1926 are not all newly 
organized; we have made no study of the dates of origin of these 
bodies. 
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riods recorded an increase of 80 per cent in membership 
during the period under review. (See Table B). This 
is more than three times the general average. They have 
have also more than doubled their number of local 
churches in the interval and are apparently organiz- 
ing new congregations about 20 times more rapidly than 
the average for all bodies. We simply record these fig- 
ures, without implying that this growth has taken place 
because of the emphasis on healing. There are probably 
various factors to explain the growth of these institu- 
tions. Among the larger churches in this group are: 

Latter Day Saints, who believe that the same gifts, for 
example, “healing,” as it “existed in the primitive church,” 
continue today 

The International Church of the Four Square Gospel, 
which simply mentions “divine healing” in its “declara- 
tion of faith.” 

The Church of the Nazarene, which believes “the Bible 
doctrine of divine healing, and urges its people to offer 
prayers of faith for the healing of the sick.” 

The Christian and Missionary Alliance, which makes 
“Christ as healer” one of four essentials of its testimony. 

The Assemblies of God, headquarters at Springfield, 
Mo., an “evangelical, pentecostal body,” which reports an 
increase of 364.5 per cent in membership between 1926 
and 1941-42, and an increase of 621.3 per cent in the 
number of local churches. This body is, according to 
some observers, now growing the most rapidly of all the 
bodies that stress healing. 


Quotations from tenets of other bodies follow: 
“Divine healing for the body.”—The (Original) Church of 


“Prayer and anointing will save the sick.”—Church of God. 
(Salem, West Va.) 

“Gifts of healing as evidence of the baptism of the Holy Spirit.” 
—Church of God in Christ. 

“A belief in the possibility of divine healing is a necessary 
qualification for membership.”—Churches of God, Holiness. 

“Special attention is paid to... healing. The distant sick are 
treated through correspondence, the sending of handkerchiefs that 
have been blessed, etc.”—Apostolic Faith Mission. 

“Divine healing of the body, through the precious atonement of 
Jesus.’—United Holy Church of America. 

“Divine healing for the body, as provided in the atonement.” 
—Missionary Church Association and Calvary Pentecostal Church. 

“Divine healing for the body.”—Pillar of Fire. 

“Divine healing of the body.”—Fire Baptized Holiness Church. 

“Divine healing by faith.’—Holiness Church. 

“Divine healing by faith, but does not discredit the use of natu- 
ral and scientific remedies and agencies for the restoration of 
health. . . ."—Kodesh Church of Immanuel. 

“To teach and practice metaphysical and magnetic healing.” 
—The Church of Revelation. 

“In the atonement made by Christ, .. . provision was made for 
the healing of the body. . . . [does not oppose the practice of 
medicine], emphasizing the claim that there is a more excellent 
way.”—Pentecostal Holiness Church. 

“The Lord alone is our healer.’—Pentecostal Assemblies of 
Jesus Christ. 

“Healing for the body was purchased by our Saviour, Jesus 
Christ, for ‘with His stripes we are healed.’ (Isaiah 53:5); and 
intended for recognition and practice by the church. ‘For they 
shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover’ (Mark 16:18) ; 
and ‘if you are sick, call for the elders of the church, as in 
James 5:14.’—The Pentecostal Church, Inc. 

“Healing . . . for the physical ills of the human body . . . is 
wrought by the power of God through the prayer of faith and 
the laying on of hands and is provided for in the atonement of 
Christ.”—Pentecostal Church of God in America. 

“The healing of the sick through faith in Christ.”—Pilgrim Holi- 
ness Church. 

“Spiritual healing by magnetized articles.’”—Progressive Spiritu- 
al Church. 

“The healing of physical diseases by the prayer of faith.”—Re- 
formed Methodist Church, 


“Divine healing.”—Assemblies of God, General Council; Chris 
tian Nation Church; Church of Christ (Holiness), U.S.A,; 
Churches of Christ in Christian Union of Ohio; Congregational 
Holiness Church; National David Spiritual Temple; Church of 
Eternal Life. 


In certain instances, the officials reporting state that the 
use of medical science also is generally approved. 


Religious Bodies That Anoint With Oil 


Of these, there were 30 reporting for 1941-42, of which 
21 also reported in 1926. The increase in the member- 
ship for the 21 churches reporting for both years is 27.5 
per cent, which is close to the rate of 24 per cent for the 
182 religious bodies. On the other hand, the number of 
their local churches increased only 1.7 per cent, which is 
less than the general average. (See Table C.) 

An official of the Church of the Brethren reported in 
1936 in the statement of doctrine: “In case of illness, 
anointing with oil in the name of the Lord is adminis- 
tered as a means of reconsecration of spirit and healing 
of the mind and body.” In a recent study of the practice 
in this denomination, Rev. Warren D. Bowman, minister 
of the Church in Washington, D.C. (Anointing for Heal- 
ing, The General Boards, Church of the Brethren, Elgin, 
Ill., 1942), states that the Church of the Brethren has 
— anointing for healing ever since its founding in 

“The scriptural basis for this service is found in James 
5:14-16, which reads: “Is there any sick among you? let 
him call for the elders of the church; and let them pray 
over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord: 
And the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord 
shall raise him up; and if he have committed sins, they 
shall be forgiven him. Confess your faults one to another, 
and pray one for another, that ye may be healed. The 
effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.” 
(This passage of scripture is also referred to by other 
church officials.) Mr. Bowman says that the church 
anoints “primarily for physical healing.” The theory is 
that the patient must take the initiative in calling for the 
anointing, although friends or relatives may suggest it. 
The ministers of this denomination feel that the person 
anointed should be fully conscious of the ceremonial. 

They believe that the person who is ill should make use 
of the best medical aid available. The religious service is 
designed “to arouse the psychological and _ spiritual 
energies” and also to enable the patient to secure “forgive- 
ness of sins, strengthening of faith, and comforting the 
conscience.” These latter may at times “bring a greater 
blessing than physical healing itself.” Mr. Bowman re- 
ports that ministers of this church are’ frequently called 
upon to anoint members of other denominations. 

In the Eastern Orthodox Churches one of the seven 
sacraments is named “holy unction.”* This may be ad- 
ininistered several times. Indeed, some authorities say it 
may be repeated as often as desired. It is regarded as 
“remedial for body and soul,” according to the Anglican 
scholar, H. Henry Spoer, who has made a comparative 
study of Episcopal and Orthodox practices. (An Aid for 
Churchmen, New York, Morehouse Publishing Company, 
1930). The sacrament is administered, if possible, in the 
church, but in cases of severe illness in the home of the 
patient in the presence of relatives and friends. Ordinarily 


8 Most of the works consulted used the term “holy unction,” but 
apparently terminology differs. We note that in the Studies in the 
Greek Orthodox Church, by Antony Bashir (New York, undated), 
the term “extreme unction” is used, but apparently the usage de- 
scribed by the Metropolitan is as indicated in our summary here. 
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seven priests are required for the performance of the rite 
but in case of necessity a short service may be conducted 
by one. The recipient must have already made confession 
and received communion. The service begins with prayers 
for the healing of the patient, including the words, “O 
Lord of many mercies, heal thy suffering servant.” 


In the Roman Catholic Church, according to the Cath- 
olic Encyclopedia, 1913 edition, “extreme unction is a 
sacrament of the New Law instituted by Christ to give 
spiritual aid and comfort and perfect spiritual health, in- 
cluding, if need be, the remission of sins, and also, condi- 
tionally, to restore bodily health, to Christians who are 
seriously ill ; it consists essentially in the unction by a priest 
of the body of the sick person, accompanied by a suitable 
form of words.” A Catholic Dictionary (New York, Mac- 
millan, 1941) states that through this sacrament, “health 
of soul and (scmetimes) of body is conferred on a baptized 

rson who is in danger of death through sickness.” The 
Catholic Encyclopedia Dictionary (New York, Gilmary 
Society, 1941) says that “restoration of health through 
the sacrament is of frequent occurrence.” The scriptural 
authority cited in the Catholic Encyclopedia is the two 
texts, Mark 6:13 and James 5:14-16. It is further stated 
that “theologians, following the authority of [the Council 
of] Trent, agree that it [the sacrament] may be validly 
and lawfully repeated as often as the sick person, after re- 
covery, becomes seriously ill again, or in cases of lingering 
illness where no complete recovery takes place, as often 
as the probable danger of death, after disappearing, re- 
turns.” 

Thus Roman Catholic procedure, by limiting the sacra- 
ment to those seriously ill, differs somewhat from that of 
the others that have an anointing ceremonial. The Roan 
Missal contains a votive mass for the sick. 


Although the statement about the Protestant Episcopal 
Church appearing in the 1936 Census of Religious Bodies 
makes no mention of healing, it should be recorded here 
that provision is made in that church for “unction of the 
sick.” The Book of Common Prayer, page 220, indicates 
that this service is performed “when any sick person shall 
in humble faith desire the ministry of healing through 
anointing or laying on of hands. . . .” In a small proportion 
of Episcopal parishes special healing services are also held 
for groups of persons. A number of outlines of services 
are printed in the booklet Health and Salvation: A Guide 
for the Practice of Spiritual Healing, by Wallace FE. 
Conkling, (New York, Morehouse-Gorham Co., 1940). 
The author is now bishop of the diocese of Chicago. He 
wrote the booklet when rector of St. Luke’s Church, Ger- 
mantown, Philadelphia. 


Bishop Conkling states in his introduction: “The mind 
of the Church today is turning definitely to the subject of 
spiritual healing. There are signs of this on every side. 
In the last revision of the Prayer Book provision was 
made for the unction of the sick, and the ministry of 
prayer for the sick was greatly strengthened and improved. 
In church papers and clergy clubs the subject is frequently 
under discussion. A recent book on healing, by an English 
priest, has had a wide sale both in England and America. 
One sees spiritual healing advertised very often as the 
topic of sermons. It is emphasized in the devotional life 
of the Church through the Forward Movement booklets 
for daily use. ... 


“The Church is indeed becoming more and more ‘health 
conscious.’ Nor is this surprising when one considers the 
increasing need of our day. The strain and stress and 
lack of repose which characterize our life in these times, 
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with the consequent loss of health, is recognized easily and 
by many... .” 


Informed persons in the Episcopal Church say that 
there is a general movement to “restore unction of the 
sick as a common practice.” This is not confined to the 
Anglo-Catholics. Professors in seminaries are reported 
to be stressing the service in their courses on pastoral care, 
and bishops in their canonical examinations are doing the 
same. The Living Church Annual lists three agencies for 
the “ministry of healing,” as follows: The American Guild 
of Health, Cleveland; the Fellowship of St. Luke, San 
Diego; the Life Abundant Center, Black Mountain, N. C. 


Statements of doctrine furnished by churches prac- 
ticing this rite to the Bureau of the Census include the 
following: 

“They .. . believe . 
Free Will Baptists. 

“The anointing of the sick.’—Seventh Day Baptists (German, 
1728). 

“They . . . anoint with oil those who are sick, not so much 
for the healing of the natural body as for spiritual healing.”— 
Old German Baptist Brethren. 

“The anointing of the sick with oil.’—The Brethren Church 
(Progressive Dunkers). 

“Anointing of the sick . . . held to be essential.”—Church of 
God, New Dunkers. 

“Divine healing of the sick by the ‘laying on of hands, and 
anointing with oil and praying over them.’” Mennonite Brethren 
in Christ. 

Among the articles of faith are the words found in James 
5:14-15: “Is there any sick among you? let him call for the 
elders of the church; and let them pray over him, anointing him 
with oil in the name of the Lord: And the prayer of faith shall 
save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up . . .”—TItalian 
Christian Churches of N. A. 

“It is our blessed privilege to ‘lay hands on the sick’ and to 
anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord, and the ‘prayer 
of faith shall save the sick.’”—International Pentecostal As- 
semblies. 


. in anointing the sick with oil.”— 


Health Practices 


The references to health practices are infrequent in the 
statements of official teachings. Five churches have been 
included in this group. Among these the Seventh Day 
Adventists and the Salvation Army are relatively large. 
The membership is these five bodies is increasing about 
four times as rapidly as the general average. (See Table 
D). The references are almost exclusively to abstinence 
from the use of intoxicating liquor, tobacco and harmful 
drugs. 

The dietary laws are observed by Orthodox and Con- 
servative Jews but not by the members of the Reform 
congregations. In view of the fact that the statistics for 
the Jewish congregations do not give separate totals for 
each of the three branches of organized Judaism, it was not 
possible to include these groups in a statistical inquiry. 


Other Developments 


It must be recognized, of course, that probably other 
religious bodies than those mentioned in this study pay 
attention to “healing” or “spiritual healing.” Many of the 
church officials simply refer to the Scriptures as “the rule 
of faith and practice,” and there are numerous references 
to healing in the Scriptures. 

There is now evident in the churches generally a re- 
newed interest ecumenical in scope, in health and heal- 
ing. In part, this movement is due to a rediscovery of the 
obvious New Testament concern for healing of body as 
well as spirit. In part, it has grown out of the discovery 
of new evidence of the influence of religion on the proc- 
esses of healing by those identified with mental hygiene 
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and “psychosomatic medicine.” It is also the result of re- 
newed emphasis on pastoral ministration to individuals, 
based upon empirical observation. 

In numerous cities there are movements sometimes 
called “theater religion” or “hotel religion,” in which it is 
reported that healing is emphasized. ‘These are services 
conducted by numerous independent lecturers not identi- 
fied with any religious body. 

In New York City there is an organization known as 
“Jewish Science,” which appears to be the Jewish counter- 
part of Christian Science. 

\pparently a widespread healing movement is related 
to the Unity School of Christianity, with headquarters in 
Kansas City, Mo., although there are several movements 
bearing the name “Unity.” In the 1944 Yearbook ot 
Unity Annual Conference, Affiliated with Unity School 
of Christianity, numerous lecturers working in most states 
of the Union are listed. The Unity School licenses minis- 
ters and teachers. 

In the magazine Unity for November, 1942, it is stated 
that Unity School of Christianity teaches “how the mind 
affects the body, produces discord or harmony, sickness or 
health . . . .”; and mention is made of Unity School’s 
Healing Department. In the Yearbook references are 
made to a “personal healing ministry,” and to “practice as 
a healer.” This group reaches many people through cor- 
respondence and literature. 


Statistical Tables 


TABLE At 


Membership of Religious Bodies Placing Primary Emphasis on 
Healing and Health 


Percent- 

age of 

Name of Religious Body 1926 1936 Increase 

Ch: of Christ, Scientist.....:.... 202,098 268,915 33.0 

Divine Sc. Coll. oe Carer 3,406 4,085 17.9 

TABLE B 
Membership of Religious Bodies Emphasizing Healing Among 
Doctrines 

Percent- 

age of 

Name of Religious Body 1926 1941-42 = Increase 

Assemblies of God.............. 47,950 222,730 364.5 

Christ. & Miss. Alliance........ 22,737 32,872(1939) 44.6 

Christian Nation Church........0 112(1936) 

Church of Christ Holiness....... 4,919 7,379 (1936) 50.0 

Church of Eternal 113(1940) 

The (Orig.) Church of God..... 1,869 2,269(1936) 21.4 

Church of God in Christ......... 30,263 31,564(1936) 4.3 

Church of the Nazarene......... 63,558 

Chs. of Christ, Christ. Union....  ...... 

Churches of God Holiness....... 2,278 5,872 (1936) 157.8 

Cong. Holiness Church.......... 939 2,407 156.3 


Evangelistic Associations 


Apostolic Faith Mission....... 2,119 2,288(1936) 8.0 
The Miss. Church Asso........ 2,498 5,000 100.2 
Fire Baptized Holiness Ch....... 9 ...... 6,000 ; 
Kodesh Ch. ...... 562 (1936) 
Latter Day Saints 
Ch: Christ Temple Tot. 2,179 (1940) 
Ch. of Jesus Christ.........04 542,194 816,774 50.6 


4 Because of limitation of paper supply, we have omitted tables 
on number of local churches; we have also abbreviated many 
proper names of religious bodies. 


Reore: Ch: D. 71.6 
Reformed Methodist Church..... 390 310 *20.5 
National David . 3,123 
Pentecostal Assemblies 
Assemb:6f. Jesus 17,000 as 
Assemblies of the World...... 7,850 5,713(1936) *27,2 
Church of Godin 4,296 (1936) 
Pentecostal Churel 15,000 (1940) 
Holiness: Church 8,096 1807 
Pilgrim Holiness Church........ 15,040 24,785 648 
Prog, Spiritual 7,383 11°347 (1936) 53,7 
Gross figures, 18 Bodies, 1926; 
18 Bodies reporting for both 
1926and 826,892 1,488,803 80.0 
TABLE C 
Membership of Religious Bodies That Anoint With Oil 
Percent- 
age of 
Name of Religious Body 1926 1941-42 Increase 
African Orthodox Church....... 1,568 5,200 231.6 
Assyt. 1,407 3,100 (1936) 120.3 
Free Will. 79,592 49.3 
7th Day Bapt, Ger. 144 125 *13.2 
Breth. Ch. Prog. Dunkers....... 26,026 16,590 *36.3 
Church of the Brethren......... 128,392 179,843 40.0 
Ch. of God New Dunkers....... 650 958 47.3 
Old Bapt: 3,036 3,589 (1936) 18.2 
Church Gf 28,181 18,787 (1936) *33.3 
Eastern Orthodox Churches 
Amer, Holy Orth. 1,050 
Greek (Bellenic) 119,495 650,000 
Russian Greek Cath........... 95,134 300,000 215.3 
Syrian Antiochian ........... 9,207 20,300 120.5 
Unorganized Italian Chs......... 9,567 (1936) 
Liberal Catholic Church......... 1,799 2,000(1940) 11.2 
Mennonite Br. in Chr........... 5,882 10,293 75.0 
Old Catholic Churches 
The Amer. ‘Cath. 1,400 (1940) 
N, Old Reman... 14,793 14,985 13 
Old Catholic 39,600 
Old Cath. in 1,888 6,274(1940) 232.3 
Roman Catholic Church......... 18,605,003 22.948" ay 23.3 
Gross Figures, 21 Bodies 1926; 
30 Bodies 1941-42.......... 19,157,755 24,559,724 28.2 
21 Bodies reporting for both 
1926 and 1941-42........... 19,157,755 24,435,635 27.5 


TABLE D 


Membership of Religious Bodies Mentioning Health Practices 


Among Doctrines 


Percent- 
age of 
Name of Religious Body 1926 1941-42 Increase 
Seventh Day Adventists......... 110,998 186,478 68.0 
Christ's ‘Sanct.. Holy 504 
Cent. Conf. of Mennonites....... 3,124 3,214 29 
74,768 220,367 194.7 
Gross Figures, 4 Bodies, 1926; 
4 Bodies Reporting for both 
1926 and 209,339 435,300 107.9 
*Decrease. 
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